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To Chip, Elizabeth, and Adelaide,

For all their hard work.
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To Ellen,

For loving the result.





“Time is the only healer—with justice and wisdom at work.”

—President-Elect James A. Garfield, January 25, 1881






PROLOGUE [image: ]


“Fortune brings in some boats that are not steered.”

—Shakespeare’s Cymbeline, as quoted in Garfield diary entry for August 17, 1878



Rain drums Chicago’s gridded streets on the early morning of June 9, 1880. Decorations sag and calcium lights hiss; warm, glowing lobbies lure celebrants inside as the night air is washed of the tang of fireworks. Then peace rules the city, with only newfangled electric lampposts—exuding soft light and a soothingly industrial thrum—left holding out against the black and the quiet.1

This brief calm falters before dawn, when a murmuring crowd packs the entrance of the Grand Pacific Hotel on Jackson Street. A band soon arrives to beat out patriotic tunes—thereby spoiling an ambush: the weather is unseasonably dismal, the hour unreasonably early, but hundreds have defied both to escort the new Republican nominee for president on his journey home. 2

His attempt at escape fails almost immediately. At eight-thirty, a distinctively large head (two feet in circumference) is seen bobbing under a side-exit, and the mob catches up to it within a half-block. Thus overtaken, James Garfield can only politely surrender to popular will. His hat lifts to reveal a kindly smile. Eyes like summer lightning invite the people to come along, if they’d like.3

They do, in a human tide—its noise, the pumping lyrics of “See, The Conquering Hero Comes” and less rhythmic swells of cheers. The candidate at its center has been buffeted by thousands of congratulations in the last eighteen hours.4

Upon finally reaching a train station, Garfield climbs onto a car festooned with flags. He shelters within until nine o’clock sharp—a time that is marked by engines firing, wheels chugging, and the car’s back door creaking open. Then, as a witness recorded:


Gen. Garfield yielded to popular demand and appeared on the rear platform, where he was greeted with a succession of cheers from a thousand pairs of patriotic lungs.



His outline recedes into the rain, leaving behind a depot of soggy supporters who are exultant despite the weather and their wetness. Their happiness had been well-stoked since yesterday, when Garfield yielded to a far more pressing demand from a larger audience. “I am not a candidate, and I cannot be,” he had repeatedly told a convention packed with senators and generals, governors and congressmen.5

Editors now opine the Republican Party (so dreadfully divided) had little choice but to force Garfield to accept the nomination for president anyway. “He was so aggressive, and yet so conciliatory.”6



Under bluer skies and across a nation now stretching unbroken from Atlantic to Pacific, millions of citizens learn the rough, remarkable outlines of a life driven by those traits. James Garfield’s story had begun in a setting so rudimentary as to be alien to most Americans in this mechanized age: a one-room log cabin on the Ohio frontier.

Erudite readers would describe his reported upbringing as almost Dickensian. Garfield’s father (indistinguishable “from the other plodding farmers” of early Ohio) had not survived their harsh surroundings for long—leaving his widow and four children to fend for themselves on a lonely homestead. “Mrs. Garfield… managed to support herself and the family on the little farm left by her husband, and James, from his earliest years, was obliged to aid… in the general work about his home,” describes one northeastern outlet. “James had a tough life of it as a boy,” another in Illinois summarizes.7

Other columnists take pains to specify the toils of the nominee’s childhood. Early years splitting firewood, plowing, and working a carpenter’s bench had ended when he ran away for the Twainish exploit of piloting a canal boat. But brawls and a bout of malaria evidently set the teenager straight: Garfield enrolled in nearby schools—paying for one by working as its janitor. Readers from Manhattan, New York, to Manhattan, Kansas, peek over their papers to tell their children to never complain again.8

Then, a climb that packs enough color to defy the black-and-white of print. The canal boy is baptized; he emerges as a tall, sandy-haired teacher, caning students in a firelit winter classroom; he roams summer roads as a lay preacher; an almond-eyed student passes by, catching his attention; he turns twenty-six and is a married college president—idolized by hundreds of farmers’ children flocking for instruction; he is a state senator, swapping peacetime political capital for a wartime army uniform; he is raring to fight as civil war engulfs America, telling voters a “government actually based on the monstrous injustice of human slavery” must not be allowed to exist; he leads congregants and students up frigid Kentucky slopes to hunt rebels; a general’s stars bloom on his shoulders—the youngest at the time to bear them in the U.S. Army; he crusades into the Deep South, sheltering runaway slaves in camp against orders; he becomes the second-youngest congressman in America at thirty-one and one of its most progressive. Then seventeen years fly by in a paragraph, and he is minority leader of the House—an unassuming, unparalleled survivor of an age’s worth of legislative battles.9

Many of Garfield’s political triumphs are lost to readers in that acceleration. He had been the youngest participant in America’s radical revolution and remains perhaps the last still politically alive; he had chaired committees governing the country’s military, budget, census, and currency; he had trimmed many millions in federal spending; he had single-handedly investigated a president, swindled an Indian tribe out of its ancestral lands, and even established a new wing of government: the first Department of Education. (“Shall we enlarge the boundaries of citizenship, and make no provision to increase the intelligence of the citizen?” he’d dared Congress during that particular fight.)10

His speeches on these topics and more, as later compiled by a colleague, would be found to “present an invaluable compendium of the political history of the most important era through which the National Government has ever passed.”11

Garfield has also seemingly found time for impressive activities outside the Capitol. Republicans as varied as William McKinley, James Blaine, and Benjamin Harrison court his stump services. Statesmen jaded by a lifetime of sappy speeches have reported their cynicism cured by a single Garfield performance. “It was eloquent, but it was far more than that;” one would write with wonder:


It was honestly argumentative; there was no sophistry of any sort; every subject was taken up fairly… indeed, every person present, even if greenbacker or demagogue, must have said within himself, “This man is a friend arguing with friends; he makes me his friend, and now speaks to me as such.”12



Reports of the new nominee’s other extracurriculars dazzle other observers. Garfield is multilingual—and ashamed to have let his German, in particular, get rusty recently. He has built a legal career in parallel with his political one, only to see it also reach incredible heights: attorney Garfield has won cases before the Supreme Court. Whenever time allows, he also writes articles for The Atlantic and The North American Review. His most recent editorial in the latter had run the year before—insisting, against rebuttal, that it had not been a mistake to grant Black Americans the vote, and that ongoing attempts to suppress that right only amounted to national self-sabotage:


Such a conflict will not only retard the advancement of the negro and delay the restoration of national harmony, but it will inflict immeasurable injury upon the social and business prosperity of the South… Reviewing the elements of the larger problem, I do not doubt that [Black] enfranchisement will, in the long run, greatly promote the intellectual, moral, and industrial welfare of the negro race in America; and, instead of imperiling the safety of our institutions, will remove from them the greatest danger which has ever threatened them.13



An even more exceptional piece from Garfield’s pen ran in the New England Journal of Education a few years earlier; an original proof of the Pythagorean theorem. The editors had attached a note verifying Garfield’s work, calling it “something on which the members of both houses can unite without distinction of Party.”14



As Garfield’s train clips out of Illinois, Democrat reporters use less flattering episodes of his long career to paint him as the epitome of a Washingtonian swamp creature. (“He is the most corrupt man in America!” an ex-cabinet secretary thunders.) Reprinted in graver tones is the allegation that Garfield helped rig the previous presidential election, before brokering an era-ending compromise to paper the crime over:


Hayes could plead that he did not steal the Presidency. He was the fence… Garfield was one of the principal robbers.15



Yet other Democrats cannot help but add to their opponent’s resume. “I look upon him as the ablest Republican on the legislative floors of Washington,” one confesses to a reporter. Others compliment Garfield’s possession of that rarest of political qualities—genuine friendliness to everyone, no matter their party or the issue at hand: “He was so generous an opponent, so warm and free and liberal in his relations to his political foes.”16

It was, all told, an impossible record to succinctly review. “Such an accumulation of honors had never before fallen upon an American citizen,” a senator would later say of Garfield’s resume.17

The sitting president agrees—even ranking Garfield’s name highest in the national pantheon. “The truth is no man ever started so low that accomplished so much in all our history,” Rutherford B. Hayes scribbles in the White House. “Not [Benjamin] Franklin or [Abraham] Lincoln even.”18



Garfield’s engine is a dark line splitting Indiana’s verdure from the clouds that ceiling them. Whenever it stops, voters peer through rain to see lingering evidence of Garfield’s strenuous upbringing for themselves. Taller than everyone in sight, the candidate is also built like a “country Samson.” A friend says Garfield cannot even pick up a book without revealing a bull-like strength. Another thinks the same about his gait, inadvertently “redolent of woods and fields rather than of drawing-rooms.”19

Citizens at South Bend see the Samson analogy, sadly, only holds from the neck down; Garfield’s “massive forehead” has little hair left above it. This baldness is balanced somewhat by a lush, earthy beard, but this cannot offset the large cranium. Whenever Garfield covers it up, the impression to amused spectators is that of “a hat walking away with a man,” rather than vice versa.20



At Ligonier, Garfield greets girls bedecked in red, white, and blue. At Butler, he beams through the “first ordeal in baby-kissing.” The celebrations grow discordant as his train nears the hallowed land of Ohio. A band blarps “not very sweet music” at Elkhart. A cannon at Goshen blasts off in more tuneless salute.21

Elsewhere, though, Republican leaders hear unfamiliar notes of harmony sounding in the ranks. “You see,” one explains to a reporter, “we had either to take the Devil or the deep sea. We happily went between, and took up a compromise man.” “It seems to me that Garfield was the only way out of a dilemma,” another agrees cheerily. “It is another evidence that Providence governs in the affairs of this nation, and comes to its relief in its darkest hours as frequently before.”22



At first glance, America does not look to be in a dark spot at all. Many of its luminaries say things are demonstrably as bright as ever—the path ahead, glinting with yet more promise. James Blaine calls this but a continuation of the progress that has defined the country’s last decade and a half, progress that has been “not only unprecedented but phenomenal”: a once-enslaved race now enjoys citizenship; immigration is pumping the republic’s population up by a million souls annually; a hundred thousand miles of railway bind its thirty-eight states and ten territories together, helping products both grown and manufactured reach port in record volume; companies have bemoaned “painfully large” profits; telegraph lines click loudly in every place of business, while men like Thomas Edison and Alexander Graham Bell work in near-solitude on technologies designed, in theory, to draw Americans even closer to one another.23

But on nearer inspection, the sheen rubs off to reveal a foundation of disparity beneath. While Black Americans theoretically enjoy equality, many (especially in the South) know exercising such rights is practically an impossible—if not fatal—endeavor. “The old master class is today triumphant, and the newly-enfranchised… little above that [state] in which they were found before the rebellion,” Frederick Douglass laments. In defiant evidence of this, many who once fought to destroy the Union on behalf of slavery now sit as its legislators.24

And yes, national wealth is stacking high—but overwhelmingly in the accounts of a few. This has produced a new, terrifyingly powerful class of citizen, the so-called “robber barons.” Andrew Carnegie and Jay Gould have already joined it; the empires of Morgan and Rockefeller (run on the more liquid stuff of capital and oil, respectively) are just beginning to grow. Such men are also stamping out dissent among menials. The first-ever nationwide strike occurred three years ago.25

But perhaps the period’s strife is most prevalent in America’s politics. Division abounds: the sitting president is widely considered illegitimate—not only by Democrats relitigating his election but also by fellow Republicans. The (professedly) wittiest ones call him “Rutherfraud.” Others boast of boycotting the White House during his regime. Yet the disdain Republican senators hold for President Hayes dims in the glare of their hatred for one another. Fifteen years of peace and political dominance have done to the party what war and generations of Democrats never could. Vividly named blocs (“Stalwarts” and “Half-Breeds”) spent the last administration clashing with the same spirit of the Montagues and Capulets. 26

Little of substance divides them. Each Republican faction is defined more by a pugilistic, bird-of-paradise of a leader than policy; each run machines that trade places on the public payroll as rewards to cronies; each wallows in corruption (“like a rhinocerous in an African pool”) while politely feigning interest in cleaning up government. “As for politics, we seem to be in a backwater period,” Henry Adams sighs.27

Such disparities have, at least, been good fodder for humorists. One has used them to lend the era a name. Mark Twain calls this the “Gilded Age”—wherein, more than ever, not all that glitters in America is gold.28



Only Garfield seems to have navigated all the strife without much issue; he has certainly witnessed more of it than almost anyone. His House tenure measures as almost a record-breaker, and from an increasingly powerful perch in that body he had participated in almost every major American political event since the Civil War: presidential administrations, constitutional amendments, economic catastrophes, an impeachment, election crises, Klan violence, and more had come and gone. Garfield served as one of the Republic’s few constants throughout it all. 29

The secret to his success was no secret at all. In a profession with the lamentable tendency to attract show ponies instead of workhorses, and a period favorable to partisan grandstanding, Garfield had embraced undramatic efficiency in the driest fields of lawmaking imaginable, obsessively tending to the vital, oft-neglected inner clockwork of American government. “Gentlemen… I believe in work,” he explained to one audience. It was an advantageous belief: in Garfield’s experience, congressmen who prioritized political theater over creating sound policy rarely accomplished much in the end—for themselves or the country. This was especially true of those angling for the White House; Garfield has lost good friends to what he dubs the “Presidential fever… [which] impairs if it does not destroy the usefulness of its victim.” It struck him as an awful disease—capable of reducing a valuable statesman into just another ineffective politician, with the mere thought they could be president one day.30

Having thus tacked away from the prevailing political style, Garfield can now laugh in Capitol coatrooms at the president’s expense while remaining the administration’s most trusted legislative ally. He considers himself a civil service reformer, but also doles out patronage to allies and chides clean-government activists for using “too much proclamation” in criticizing machines. He is just as Janus-like about the South’s never-ending mess. “Outrages” against Black Americans could not be tolerated; then again, neither could the federal government break constitutional limits to try to stop them.31

Most jarringly, though, Garfield has stayed on good terms with everyone in Washington. Stalwart bosses think him a “most attractive man to meet,” as do reformers. The Half-Breed chief is an especially dear friend. Lower-ranking Democrats even treat him—the leader of their opposition—as a confidante. As one would admit:


It happened once that I—a young member—was called upon to close on the Democratic side a debate, which Mr. Garfield was to close the next morning on behalf of the Republicans… I was extremely anxious to make a reply which would do credit to myself and not disgrace my party; and I went to Garfield that night and pointed out my dilemma… Like the man that he is—like a brother, I might say—he told me what he was going to say, the whole time of his argument, and thus gave me the benefit of twenty-four hours’ study in which to reply to him. You can understand my admiration, my love, my anxiety for that man.32



Cynical colleagues have taken all this as proof of something wrong with Garfield. Frederick Douglass has diagnosed him with a missing backbone. Ulysses Grant and Stalwart senators second the opinion. “Disquieting tendencies in respect both to persons and principles,” a reformist legislator would agree. Even sympathizers of Garfield call him a political weather vane, sure to spin unpredictably in foul weather.33

Garfield would turn these complaints back on their issuers. It is holding blindly to fixed opinions, and reflexively attacking those with different ones, which is the refuge of the weak and naive. “To be an extreme man is doubtless comfortable,” he has written. “It is painful to see too many sides to a subject.” His agony would only intensify whenever fellow Republicans again wasted time persecuting one another over trifling bits of partisan dogma. “It is the business of statesmanship to wield the political forces so as not to destroy the end to be gained,” Garfield once lectured a reformer.34

As for the charge of being too nice, Garfield could only confess to a fault in personality. “I am a poor hater,” he admitted on one occasion. A New York academic recalls getting this impression from a crackling hearthside conversation with the minority leader:


Having settled down in front of the fire… we began to discuss the political situation, and his talk remains to me one of the most interesting things of my life… One thing which struck me was his judicially fair and even kindly estimates of men who differed from him. Very rarely did he speak harshly or sharply of anyone, differing in this greatly from Mr. Conkling, who… seemed to consider men who differed from him as enemies of the human race.35



This trait, of all things, is what won Garfield the presidential nomination he claims to have not even wanted. Deadlocked between declared candidates, the Convention had rallied to him as a figurehead who might rescue Republicans from their own divisions. Initial reactions indicate it had done so. “His nomination will produce perfect unison,” a Supreme Court justice predicts to a journalist, “because he has helped everybody when asked, and antagonized none.”36



Garfield’s train continues bearing him east, eventually reaching his homeland. “The course of the train after striking Ohio soil has been through a series of ovations difficult to describe,” writes one passenger. Well-wishers at Toledo seem as if they would physically carry Garfield to the White House “if he had only said a word.”37

The next day Garfield is strolling sun-dappled Cleveland. Around him, again and everywhere, is proof of the history he has witnessed: almost all the buildings in eyesight are older than him. After arriving in town, Garfield had been reminded of a particularly rustic episode from his youth by a passing banner. It read: “He who at the age of 16 steered a canal boat will steer the Ship of State at 50.”38

But when a friend predicts just such a victory ahead, Garfield is back to business. “Say, rather, the work has just begun.”39



At two o’clock he is in a coach trundling down a hot dirt road through a bower of blossoming trees. This is Ohio’s Western Reserve—a bucolic corner of America that, like its political idol, seems to embody “in thought, as in action… the median line between the overflowing East and ever-welcoming West.”40

Brick farm homes dot its rippling land, and in their doorways hang Garfield’s portrait. Their owners had been his flock in worship, his students in antebellum, his soldiers in war, his voters in peacetime. One would, in old age, remember Garfield as “my ideal… of all that is manly, brilliant, and good—a Sir Galahad, our knight.”41

The carriage soon rolls into his first seat of power: Hiram College. Here Garfield’s climb to influence over the Reserve began. Its commencement ceremonies are scheduled for this afternoon; its former administrator is still planning to attend.



Before they start, Garfield visits the home of his father-in-law. Therein he reunites with Lucretia—his wife, and (to borrow his expression) the “earthly source of all my joys.” Their love is true but had not always been so. “Crete,” ever-serene, had quietly endured a great deal during their early years together: her husband’s months away from home, his emotional neglect, the death of their firstborn—and even, secretly, an affair. But she had held on, and Garfield had atoned, and neither can now imagine life without the other. Picturing her face is what allowed Garfield to withstand the ambush of his nomination. “She is unstampedable,” he likes saying.42



The commencement speaker tells the packed auditorium at Hiram of a man “who was at one time a fellow-student with a number of persons present… With respect to the future we cherish the larger hope. I introduce to you Gen. Garfield.”

Garfield can offer only a few words to the graduates walking in his footsteps:


While I have been sitting here this afternoon… it occurred to me that the best thing you have… is perhaps the thing you care for least, and that is your leisure—the leisure you have to think in, and to be let alone; the leisure you have to throw the plummet with your hands… the leisure you have to walk about the towers of yourselves, and find how strong or how weak they are, and determine which need building up, and how to shape them, that you may be made the final being that you are to be.43



Thus, in trying to speak on leisure, the next president of the United States betrays that he does not really know what it is.



He never would. The hardest work of Garfield’s life remains ahead—not only winning the presidency but using it to try cobbling his party and country back together. By doing so, Garfield earns another arduous distinction: he becomes the second president to be assassinated.

Its spectacle grips the nation. Wounded by gunshot, Garfield takes eighty agonizing days to die. His condition keeps his countrymen united in anxious vigil. Perhaps more remarkably, the partisan faction perceived as being responsible for his shooting (by perpetuating the period’s toxic, rancorous politics) is ostracized; American voters use Garfield’s death to chart a course to calmer public discourse and cleaner government.

The arc of a remarkable life is thereby eclipsed by how it ends. Future historians would be drawn to studying Garfield’s murder, its impact on the nation, and the lingering question of what the man could have achieved, instead of what he already had.

In his final hours, Garfield seemed to worry this would be the case. He looked up from his deathbed to ask a friend:


Do you think my name will have a place in human history?



An affirmative answer then appeared to relax him. “My work is done,” Garfield said aloud before passing on.44



Little could he have imagined the places his name would hold for centuries to come—not just in history, but the ongoing lives of his compatriots and the land itself. Americans would name their children in honor of the martyred president; an Apache chief would even change his own to do so. Thousands of Garfield streets, avenues, and boulevards would be built, as would hospitals, schools, towns, and entire counties also bearing his name. Mount Garfield would be scaled by climbers in both the Rockies and the Appalachian Trail. A sculpture of him would stand guard in Congress’s Statuary Hall, while yet another was to occupy a roundabout on the Capitol’s southwest corner.45

Other pieces of his legacy found purchase in obscurer parts of America: Lupinus garfieldensis still grows wild and snow-white on northwestern peaks; Johnny Cash recorded a single about the slain president; a more indirect (and incongruous) tribute to Garfield has come in the serialized form of a lazy, orange cartoon cat.46



A theme of reconciliation threads his life together. Garfield spent his early years as a bright country boy endeavoring to make sense of the country he had been born to; his middle ones, as a progressive soldier-statesman trying to build a more righteous, peaceful America out of the ashes of civil war; his very last months, succeeding in doing so—in great part, ironically, by being killed.

That he reached the presidency at all is miraculous, considering where he started. Garfield was born in a log hut in a primeval forest, on the fringes of an adolescent republic that was starting to stretch apart at the seams.




Part I [image: ] THE WILDERNESS
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“Sweet are the uses of adversity”

—Shakespeare’s As You Like It, as quoted in Garfield diary entry for September 28, 1878



In January 1829, Abram Garfield emerged from a shack in Orange, Ohio, swiveled west, and started toward what passed for civilization on this frontier. He did so alone—flouting what his neighbors, miles off, considered common sense. The snow smothering their land was deep enough to trap horses. The roads beneath were in poor condition, while wolves still roamed the woods beside them. Yet Abram walked off alone anyway. Friends would not have expected different. “No man dared call him a coward,” one would remember.1

Indeed, defiance ran deep in Abram’s bloodline. “In the cross I conquer” had been the Garfield motto in medieval England, and upon crossing the Atlantic the family had colonized coastal Massachusetts, fired the opening shots in the Battle of Lexington, then moved deeper into the continental interior as the United States entered adolescence. Male Garfields tended to grow strong and strong-willed; as Abram left Orange, old men in Worcester, New York, could still remember his grandfather, Solomon, carrying a two-hundred-pound millstone for two miles without stopping for a breather. Garfield women, meanwhile, had to be tough enough to tolerate such stubborn men.2

Abram embodied his heritage as he walked. Standing a whisker under six feet tall, with a shock of tawny hair and ocean-colored eyes, he crossed miles of woodland that had yet to be tamed. Only rarely did the surrounding trees (“rich-grained maples, towering hickories, and giant sycamores”) yield before a homestead of the kind Alexis De Tocqueville had recently seen being abandoned across a still-wild Midwest. “Among these abandoned fields, these day-old ruins,” the Frenchman wrote, “the ancient forest does not delay growing new shoots.” On reaching the village of Newburgh Heights near nightfall, though, Abram could observe enduring signs of settlement: fenced pasture, homes built from planked wood rather than log.3

Yet such structures did not totally ward off the dangers of frontier life, and within one waited the tragic cause for Abram’s return. Stepping through a doorway, he reunited with his wife, Eliza, and their children—now reduced by one. The youngest, two-year-old James Garfield, had died without warning the prior afternoon. Now back beside his wife, Abram offered her the only comfort he could: “The Lord gave, and the Lord taketh away, and blessed be the name of the Lord.”

Eliza would later recall resisting this advice. “I almost frowned on my Maker,” she said of her grief. “But I made up my mind to live a different life.”

One awaited in Orange. Within the fortnight, the Garfields had buried James, crammed into an oxcart, and trundled off to Abram’s cabin to face the future together.4



Though Eliza would refer to her family’s new setting as the “wilderness,” it had a formal name—the Western Reserve, an archaic title befitting a region stuck in the past. Despite forming the northeastern corner of Ohio at the turn of the nineteenth century, Lake Erie’s jagged shoreline had signified nothing to New England’s early colonists if not the distant west, and, shortly after the Revolution, the United States allowed Connecticut to retain rights to settle that territory. Thus, it went onto maps as the Connecticut Western Reserve, though other nicknames reflecting a grounded view of what awaited pioneers there (and in broader Ohio) also entered use: “the back country”; “the vast interior”; “the howling wilderness.”5

Few dared brave it at first. Even the earliest American surveyor of the land (a Yale graduate named Moses Cleaveland) did not remain for long. He mapped the Reserve, negotiated with local Indians, then headed back east, never to return and leaving behind a settlement bearing his name. The trials of those who stayed proved the wisdom of this choice. “None but the courageous could have endured the privations of the early days,” a Reservist would one day write.6

The first American citizens to inhabit the Reserve became hardscrabble homesteaders—the men among them often going shoeless to conserve precious leather. Their wives made gritty breads in mud ovens, using “bear’s meat instead of beef” as stuffing. Their dwellings were rickety cabins that had quilts for doors and greased paper rather than glass for windows. It is, therefore, unsurprising that early Reserve families often awoke to find animals sharing their home. Nor could the weather be kept out: storms of spectacular variety blew off Lake Erie—lightning in summer, blizzards in winter, and sometimes both at once, in localized phenomena called thundersnows.7

By 1801, only a few hundred people called the Reserve home. Despite being the closest region of Ohio to the crowding American coast, it would also become the last to be meaningfully settled by white men.8



True to form, they gradually arrived in force anyway. The circumstances prompting this were already in motion at the turn of the century; commerce and populations had flourished along the Atlantic, most demonstrably in Manhattan. Professionally engineered turnpikes plowed into northeastern forests in the early nineteenth century, and as an observer noted, once such a road “is opened through the woods… the country which was before a trackless forest becomes settled.” Like the first footprints planted in a snowdrift, such efforts made it easier for others to follow.9

After the War of 1812, New York gubernatorial candidate DeWitt Clinton dusted off the idea of building a waterway connecting the Hudson River to Lake Erie. Critics balked at the colossal price tag of “Clinton’s Big Ditch” (six million dollars, or nearly a third of all capital in New York) but voters picked Clinton. A historian would describe the triumph of his infrastructure idea as a rare instance of “long-range planning in a democracy.” Construction began on the fittingly titled Erie Canal in mid-1817, amid boasts by Governor Clinton that it would “convey more riches on its waters than any other canal in the world.”10

Upon completion in 1825, it proved him right. The Erie Canal surpassed 375 miles in length, permitting uninterrupted travel across the Empire State. In the judgment of a foreigner, it was “simple as a work of art, prodigious as a commercial artery.” Property prices doubled; the government recouped costs quickly via tolls. Better yet, all New Yorkers (from true-born Manhattanites to fresh immigrants like the Carnegies of Scotland) could use the Erie Canal to relocate to the Midwest.11

This did not mean a canal boat ride was pleasant. Dirty, crowded, and mind-numbingly slow, the Erie’s vessels failed to impress passengers. “In taking notice of this mode of conveyance,” wrote one tourist, “it is merely to guard my countrymen from traveling much by canal in the States.”12



Even in the Reserve, a hundred or so miles away from the Erie Canal’s terminus, development began to appear. Printed newspapers reached the region by 1818, as did steamboats from the canal boomtown of Buffalo. The latter invention entranced the Ohioans. Their leaders decided to try building their own canal before New York’s had even been finished. After several surveys, they selected a route that ran from Cleveland to a spot on the Ohio River bordering Kentucky. It was a bold plan (proposing a bisection of the state) but work began on July 4, 1825. In implicit acknowledgment that this venture was not an original idea, Ohio let New York’s governor Clinton (“so interested in all canal projects”) lift the “first shovelful” of earth.13

Millions more followed, as raised by rougher men across three hundred miles of undulating terrain. This work went on at a relentless pace for several years: laborer teams spent winters felling forests with handheld axes, then digging the thawed soil in spring. Though the men earned good pay for their troubles (in cash, as well as whiskey) they still found their lot hard to endure. “I am cold, wet and sleepy,” one wrote. “My head aches so that I am almost insensible to everything around me.” But for those workers who could retain their own ambition while helping realize that of Ohio, there remained much fortune to be made.14



Abram Garfield was one such man. He first moved to the Reserve after marrying Eliza Ballou in 1819, and after a few years of hardship common to the region, viewed the prospect of a job on the Ohio Canal as a fine one. Good with his hands and even better with other workingmen (“[he] could take a barrel of whiskey by the chime and drink out of the bung-hole,” one reminisced), Abram found work on the waterway as a superintendent. Little time passed before he aimed higher—joining friends in a contract to build their own canal section. This venture worked out “first rate.”

Alas (like many risktakers) Abram took too much heart from his initial success. He contracted to build three further sections in Tuscarawas County in 1827, only to see his costs crush his earnings. As Eliza recounted (in an accidental pun): “We sunk a good deal in the Canal.”15

So, in relocating to Orange, the Garfields were moving on not only from the death of their youngest, but also their mixed fortunes in a modernizing Ohio. Their new cabin would certainly offer them a simpler way of life: Abram had built it with help from a half-sibling, Amos, using rough-hewn logs for walls, chipped tree trunks for flooring, mud as a mortar. Upon completion, the single-room dwelling spanned a mere twenty by thirty feet. A loft offered a sleeping perch for the youngest Garfields; the rest would make do on the ground before a fireplace. Outside lay fifty acres of hills cut through by a stream. The nearest neighbors were miles away.16

But the Garfields treated their new situation as an opportunity for renewal, rather than a depressing retreat into the woods. Abram quickly converted the property to their needs. Orchards of plum and apple trees cropped up about the cabin. Fences were ringed around future wheat fields.

Eliza did not let sorrow interrupt her duties, either. Though James (“darling Jimmy”) had been her favorite, after his loss she doted on the kids still with her—Thomas, Mehitable, and Mary. “Our family circle had not been broken,” she would recount.17



It even grew. A new Garfield arrived in Orange at two o’clock on the morning of November 19, 1831. He made an impression from the moment of his appearance (particularly on poor Eliza, given the newborn’s weight of ten pounds). The baby’s size, hay-colored hair, and pale blue eyes made him a dead ringer for his father, and both parents agreed he seemed “promising.” That such a child had come to them after their setbacks elsewhere only added to his significance. “We felt that our loss was partially made up,” Eliza wrote the boy decades later.


Although my suffering was so intense, I in a manner forgot my pangs… you know not how proud your parents were of you.18



In this spirit, the Garfields named their son after the one they had lost—James, now “transplanted into the Paradise of God to bloom forever.” The baby’s father took to perching him on one knee to read to him from the Bible, one of the few books around.19

Homes like theirs, and scenes like this, had already begun to vanish in this part of the Reserve by 1831. With the entire Ohio Canal opening the prior year, rickety wooden boats were ferrying people and transformative forces alike deeper into the region—per one historian, carrying “the world to the wilderness.” Brick buildings were rising in Cleveland, while land along the Canal grew many times more crowded, even in Orange.20

Similar developments, repeating across the Midwest, would ensure that James Abram Garfield would be the last American president to begin life in a log cabin.21



Yet for every mile the Republic grew toward the Pacific, it sowed future troubles. The nation’s expansion was not only adding to its great crimes against native peoples, but also building pressure on an ideological fissure that had lurked in its foundation since 1776. By Garfield’s birth, two incompatible American systems—slave and free, southern and northern—remained in a westward race for dominance; each believed it equaled survival.

Evidence of one’s superiority (beyond the moral) was becoming harder to ignore. Northern industry was ascendant—its factories mechanizing, its capital accumulating, its workers at liberty to demand higher wages or seek new paths of profession, and the products of their labor circulating throughout the wider country. Meanwhile, the South remained trapped in feudal agrarianism—its enslaved Black population digging the same crops, on the same land, for generations with northern-made shovels.22

That such societies still coexisted was, essentially, due to the continued dependence of southern gentry on slavery for wealth and political power, and their undying readiness to threaten secession should its future come into question. Such warnings had been raised since the country’s founding. “Great as the evil [of slavery] is,” one of the Founding Fathers had sighed, “a dismemberment of the Union would be worse.” This view prevailed as the United States expanded.23

By 1831, the reigning agreement governing the future of American slavery was the so-called “Missouri Compromise.” It dictated that a line of latitude (parallel 36°30' north) be used to determine under which system any new states or territories would join the Union. Its negotiators had imagined this simple rule would serve as a “final settlement” to the trouble. Yet statesmen on both sides during its creation expressed certainty that a decisive, inevitable clash had only been postponed. John Quincy Adams called the controversy over the Compromise a “title page to a great tragic volume.” A Georgia congressman had made a more sanguinary prediction during its consideration: “You have kindled a fire which all the waters of the ocean cannot put out, which seas of blood can only extinguish.”24

Nonetheless, more self-aware slaverymen had sensed the enormity of their sin and that of the nation in accommodating it. “Indeed, I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just; that his justice cannot sleep forever,” wrote Thomas Jefferson.25



Ohio joined the Union as a free state, and its development reflected that. And yet, even as the frontier’s dangers began draining out of the Reserve, tragedy again struck the Garfield family.

On a crisp morning in 1833, smoke cut through the sky over the Orange homestead. Forest fires were not uncommon in the region, so Abram knew full well how to fight this one. By evening, the fire had been turned away, and Abram came back to Eliza with safe fields—plus a persistent cough—to show for his efforts.26

After two days, though, Abram had turned deathly ill. A local doctor induced a blister on his throat (ostensibly to tap “every particle of inflammation in his body”) but such medicine only aggravated the condition it was meant to treat. Abram stood up a few hours later, rasped about saplings Eliza needed to look after, then returned to bed and died against a wall he had raised.27



Abram’s passing was not the Garfield family’s first recent brush with death, but a more devastating one could not be imagined for them. It brought difficulties upon them that, at the time, only the loss of a father could. Around the Orange cabin sprawled a half-tilled property that remained under mortgage, its fields now without a man to work them. Eliza found that even her sorrow after the first James’s demise did not compare to her new one. “Death again entered our humble dwelling and took from me my dear husband,” she wrote many years later. “I was almost heartbroken.”

Nonetheless, only days after burying Abram (“the companion of my bosom”), she set out with an ax to finish fencing the pastures that now belonged to her.28



Physically speaking, Eliza could scarcely have differed more from her late husband. Where Abram had been large and muscular, she stood tiny and stringy. Those who characterized Garfield men as big, hulking animals used smaller creature comparisons for Eliza. She was “birdlike,” or even a “small, lithe, compact, sinewy, and nervous… ‘French pony breed’ ” of American.29

But grit steeled that frame. Though grievously wounded twice in a handful of years (first by the death of her favorite son, then after being “perfectly happy” again, Abram’s) Eliza would persevere on behalf of her remaining children. “I will not say anything about myself,” she would one day deflect when asked about what she did to get by.30

Fortunately for future historians, others were around to witness her actions. To relieve the homestead’s debt, Eliza sold off much of it, leaving just enough to feed the family. Once Abram’s last planting of wheat had been harvested, his widow then replaced the crop with simpler ones like corn and potatoes. A few sheep were brought in to provide wool that Eliza spun for money. When neighbors or relatives came by to offer adopting the kids into their own homes (a common courtesy toward widows on the frontier) she always rebuffed them. “She was a very brave little woman,” Thomas, her eldest boy, reflected a half-century later.31

Her courage was of the traumatized and, therefore, most admirable sort, for Eliza would never be the same following Abram’s death. “You all know I have had a hard time since your father died,” Eliza wrote her children many years after the fact.32

And yet—at least while the children were young—she cast a cheery veneer over this inner sadness. The kids would long remember her singing to them in the firelight, in a high, happy voice that carried into their dreams.33



By necessity, the children also pitched in around the home. “We all had to work, every one who could lift a pound,” Mehitable, seniormost of them, remembered.34

The only one who could not help at first was the youngest. He remained active, though—always climbing out of his crib, along the property’s fences, or into the loft his father had built. “He was never still a minute at a time,” Eliza later said.35



Garfield, like most, would never be able to remember his earliest years beyond fleeting flashes of memory. As an adult he could recall tussling with siblings in front of the fire, the wall behind alight with dancing shadows, “in which I traced a thousand fantastic figures of giants on fiery steeds and hosts embattled for war.” Another boyhood recollection had Garfield plucking idly at a cheap cornstalk fiddle.36

And yet, the same thing stayed conspicuously missing from them all. Childhood bullies ensured Garfield would never forget Abram’s absence, and as an adult he would never quite get over it. As General Garfield of the U.S. Army was to write in wartime Washington:


To some men the fact that they came up from poverty and singlehandedness is a matter of pride… but on the whole, reviewing it all, I lament sorely that I was born to poverty… Let no man praise me because I was poor and without a helper. It was in every way bad for my life…37



Alone among his siblings in not being able to work after Abram’s death, Garfield would also be the only one left with no memories of his father. While serving as chair of the House Appropriations Committee, Garfield would make a great effort to fill this void—with the help of archivists, obtaining one of Abram’s old pay stubs. This lone scrap of handwriting and the remembrances of others would be all Garfield ever had to remember his dad by—a man to whom he owed so much and so little, so like and unlike him.38
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“Many can brook the weather that love not the wind.”

—Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, as quoted in Garfield diary entry for January 15, 1868



Cleveland neared cityhood toward mid-century. Its merchants raised warehouses to accommodate the commerce pouring into town; a “magnificent” hotel was established to do the same for its growing upper class. Land speculators fought rivals off turf that, not too long before, no one wanted. Historians would credit Cleveland’s transformation in this period to the enterprise carried by Lake Erie and the Ohio Canal.1

The rest of the Reserve’s growth stayed humbler for the time being. Crop fields kept supplanting old-growth forests. Hewing such spaces out of the wilderness required exhaustive work. First, trees would be cleared with hand axes and controlled burns. Later came the stone-picking—a task assigned to children on account of their nimble hands. Teams would comb through the dirt, plucking out any rocks and leaving fine, tillable soil behind. It was among the most painstaking of the labor needed to farm the frontier: even a pebble left in the soil might mar a mis-swung scythe. The Reserve’s kids would go home with their nails worn to the bed, blood oozing from fingertips rubbed raw by thousands of bits of stone.2

Fortunately, by the time Garfield reached working age (the late single digits) Orange had little stone-picking left to do. A different assortment of tasks instead beckoned in the ocher fields carpeting its hills. Garfield’s first working winters would be spent splitting tinder and stacking straw, his springs by more woodcutting and some carpentry. He hoed during summers, then toward the fall would start to draw hay. This latter job made for the easiest one of the year. But, as a visiting farmhand wrote, the Reserve’s August climate still made it arduous: “The thermometer rose to 100 and over… even if one works without a shirt and drinks water constantly, it is almost unbearable.”3

The variety of these tasks did not translate to any skill at them for Garfield. No matter which job he took on around Orange, dangerous episodes of clumsiness followed. Relatives were around to witness these: one cousin barely dodged a wayward ax-swing; another had a distinct memory of seeing Garfield fall from a barn onto a woodpile. Thomas once watched his younger brother topple under a waterwheel, momentarily presuming him dead. But then Garfield emerged on the other side—soaked, yet saying he was happy to have seen the mill’s mechanism from within.4

It was a telling reaction to nearly being killed—one which, in Thomas’s view, fit into a broad, irritating pattern. Whenever hoeing alongside his elder brother, Garfield always lost focus after a few swings. “He would let his mind wander off… cut off the corn every time,” an elderly Thomas would bemoan to an interviewer. The same habit struck when Garfield was alone; he would come back from walks hurt, having become “lost in thought” and neglected to watch his step. “A new thing, however unimportant,” remembered another friend, “always attracted his attention.” Simply put, Garfield’s mind had already begun to drag him away from farm work. “He was always anxious to know all the whys and where,” Thomas diagnosed.5

It was therefore almost fortuitous (for everyone) that Garfield hurt himself so often. He would recall his subsequent periods of recuperation with fondness years later, as well as the supportive presence by his side throughout them:


Mother takes care of, borrows books for me, and I sit with the battered foot bolstered while I read all the newspapers, the History of Connecticut, “Putnam and the World,” and all the battles of the Old Revolutionary Fathers. I am well again, working with the carpenter… [and] again I cut my foot and Mother takes care of me another few weeks.6





Chances for intellectual enrichment remained fleeting on the Reserve, though not because of any disregard for it by locals. They had brought with them from New England a veneration for education. Yet as with so many other aspects of life on the Reserve, school was often subordinated to more pressing household needs. During Garfield’s youth, most Reservists his age only studied in winter—the season when little work needed to be done, provided the firewood was stacked high enough. “The struggle of making a living was great and the services of children… invaluable,” a Reserve historian has rationalized.7

In accordance with this, Reserve schoolhouses were spartan things. Communities placed them in ugly parts of the landscape to deprive pupils of any prettier sights than their reading. Inattentive scholars could expect beatings; a hearth smoldered feeble-red against the cold. All told, Reserve schools made for deprived places, boiled down to the essentials and bleached free of what most kids considered fun. A graduate supposed this was the point:


This privation helped pupils to self control and led to industry. Maybe it did, but the author believes it took much joy out of life…8



For a youngster growing up in a household stabilized by both parents, this might have been the case—the Reserve’s schools making for dreary places, time served therein the childhood equivalent of a prison sentence. But for Garfield, it instead served as a reprieve from the other obligations of his home life. “At school very pleasant,” Garfield wrote in one of his first diary entries. The next day he duplicated this sentence, tacking on more “very’s” for good measure.9

The family noticed this proclivity and was happy to support it. “Whatever else happens, James must go to school,” was supposedly Eliza’s motto as soon as her youngest child began to show his true colors. The other kids complied with the order—taking turns carrying their little brother for several miles to his classroom.10

Eliza supported his education in other ways, too. Once Orange township grew to a size sufficient to require its own school, she donated part of her property for the building, thus buying favor from teachers and cutting commute times for her offspring.11



Other obstacles persisted. These included the old issue of seasonality: all too often, spring arrived to find Garfield working the fields rather than studying.12

Nor did injury offer him much relief after a while. Garfield made short work of the small library Eliza gathered for him to pore over while injured. “He [soon] had read everything he could get,” Thomas later remembered. The result was that well into adulthood, Garfield would be able to recite excerpts from these books.13

And, of course, Garfield’s wounds could not keep him out of commission forever. Inevitably they healed, forcing the boy back to the work he did not care much for.

By late spring 1848 (in the tradition of teenagers), he had begun considering more permanent escapes from his surroundings. Fortunately, one was at hand—observable, even, on the horizon.



For a young Reservist seeking adventure in antebellum, the region’s waterways beckoned as realms to find it. Both Lake Erie and the Ohio Canal were bustling by mid-century—teeming with boats crewed by tough men who enjoyed a folk-hero status in a region built upon their trade. “What the cowboy was to the youth of the mid-twentieth century,” an industrial scholar has written, “the boatman was, perhaps, to the Ohio youth of the mid-nineteenth century.” A boy named Thomas Edison would soon be wandering the dockyards of Milan, Ohio, memorizing work songs hollered by passing canal men.14

In early 1848, while chopping wood, Garfield could glance up to see their ships dotting the teal fringe of Lake Erie. He could still picture the view decades later: “The blue expanse seemed to me a region of enchantment and the great vessels the only means of going into that region.”15

His first attempt to join one went poorly. After giving Eliza the slip to hike to Cleveland alone, Garfield found a ship that had left its gangplank unguarded. He hurried aboard to beg the captain for a job. Alas, all Garfield got in reply was “such swearing and cursing as… it had never been my lot to hear.” He fled with “the loud jeers and laughter of the men” ringing in his ears.16

Chastened, Garfield made his next approach with far greater care. He scouted a stretch of the Canal in April, then returned a few weeks later to observe a boat launch. At the end of May he dared a test run to Cleveland on a friend’s boat. Garfield then asked a cousin named Amos Letcher for a full-time place on a vessel Letcher half-owned, named the Evening Star.

“What kind of work do you want?” Letcher later remembered asking. “Anything to make a living,” Garfield said. Such an attitude won him an offer to become the Evening Star’s towpath driver—a role that would put Garfield in closer company with the animals pulling the boat than its crew, but one that he did not hesitate to accept.17



His time aboard passed in the soft hues of adolescent summer. Dirt towpaths, leafy canalbanks, smokestacks puffing gentle columns of smoke into July skies—the Evening Star spent months snaking languidly past hundreds of miles of such scenery, across an industrializing Midwest. Its holds emptied, refilled, then emptied again with the raw material of economic revolution: copper ore and smelted iron, jagged heaps of stone coal and lumber.18

Its youngest crewman stayed beside the vessel’s pack animals, clad in heavy oilcloth. His duties consisted not only of prodding the beasts, but holding his own in the canalman’s pastime of fistfighting. Garfield used his brawn against opponents twice his age—winning, as he would recall as a congressman, “much prestige with the rough men along the canal.” More remarkably to them, he refused to hit a downed adversary. This meant foes sometimes got off the ground apologizing for having given the teenager trouble.19



Perhaps Garfield might have stuck with them, had his lack of coordination not interfered again. Walking alone one night on the Evening Star’s dimly lit deck, he tripped into the canal. It was a dangerous mistake: despite dreaming of a boatman’s life, Garfield had not yet learned to swim.

He seized a line trailing off the Evening Star but felt the rope unspool. It only caught tight at the last possible moment—right as Garfield’s head went under. After drifting for a while, the boy hauled himself back aboard to discover the rope had snagged in a crevice on the stern and “there knotted itself.”

This struck him as the unlikeliest of escapes. Garfield later explained that it felt genuinely miraculous in the moment:


I sat down in the cold of night and in my wet clothes and contemplated the matter… I believed there was just one chance in a thousand for a rope… to get into a crack and knot there… my thoughts turned upon home and mother… Next I thought of her earnest, constant prayers which I had heard from a child [sic] and I believed that Providence had saved my life… I thought He had spared me for my mother and for something greater than canaling.20



Garfield was already second-guessing this epiphany by next morning, but then came another lucky break. A few days after Garfield fell in the canal, as the Evening Star passed Cleveland for the fourth time that summer, he became shaky and feverish. It was a giveaway precursor to malaria; Garfield was kicked off the boat to get healthy.21

He reached home at nine o’clock that evening. At its doorway, he overheard Eliza in mid-prayer for his safe return. Once she said an amen, he lifted the door latch to reunite with her, then collapsed into bed, ready to accept her care again.22



Garfield would hardly get up for three months, a period in which Eliza (shrewdly) made the most of her captive audience. Having opposed his departure for the canal in the first place, she could not bear the thought of him doing so again. So Eliza pressed an idea to her son as he sweated out his fever—that, should he qualify for a teaching certification, he would be able to work year-round: summers on the canal, winters in the classroom. Eliza even offered the family’s life savings to send Garfield back to school to earn the necessary certificate. It was a perfectly crafted suggestion—one designed by Eliza to strike, javelin-like, at Garfield’s incipient doubts about his future.

It hit home. “The suggestion seemed to be just,” Garfield would later tell an interviewer. To another audience, he was to recall reaching a more ambivalent verdict. “I resolved to attend school one term, and postpone sailing until autumn.”23



His hedging did not last. Garfield resumed his education at a religious school in the village of Chester. Its reputation was not sterling—even among current students. “From what I can learn of that school it ant [sic] much,” one woman wrote a friend considering the “Geauga Seminary.”24

But Garfield thought the place a revelation. One of his first letters home revealed he felt enthralled at the vistas reopening before him:


“I like the school better every day and I think I am learning fast… Nothing hinders us from learning if we wish to.”25



The only possible hindrance remained that of money. By the end of Garfield’s first term, the funds Eliza and Thomas entrusted to him were practically gone.26

Thus given an excuse to return to the canal, Garfield opted instead to work as a field hand—staying close to home as well as school. He spent the summer earning a dollar a day until August 2, when another attack of clumsiness got an again-injured Garfield literally carried off the job.

Fortunately, by that point he had earned enough to reenroll at Geauga as long as he continued working part-time. “You need not trade off my rifle unless you get a good chance,” Garfield wrote home a fortnight into the new semester.27



Garfield found all his fellow students “very friendly,” but may not have noticed one paying particularly close interest to him. Lucretia Rudolph was not the outgoing sort, anyway. But she kept a dark, sharp eye on the gregarious boy in her classes. He radiated goodwill—whether interjecting excitedly as a teacher explained fluid mechanics, or daydreaming at his desk (reminding Lucretia, with his tousled blondish hair, of a drowsy lion).

Crossing a yard one afternoon in Chester, she lifted her hat to see Garfield beaming at her before walking off. He was bound somewhere else, for now.28



As much as Garfield enjoyed the Geauga curriculum, he found a source of greater enrichment outside the classroom: he joined a debate society (the Zetelethian) after arriving in Chester, and in doing so entered an invigoratingly gladiatorial arena of intellectual activity. “Had a very interesting time,” he noted following one of his first debates. “Interesting times,” he repeated the next night.29

Indeed they were. Turbulent events were spoiling Geauga’s students for topics to discuss. Their country’s triumph in the recent Mexican–American War had allowed it to “negotiate” an extortionate settlement—including a stretch of prairie reaching all the way to the Pacific. This “Mexican cession” represented the second-largest expansion of American territory to that point in history. Some Democrats still wanted to absorb the losing nation totally, but their “All Mexico” crusade died at the hands of other congressmen with other concerns at heart. “Ours is the government of the white man,” Senator John Calhoun of South Carolina reminded his countrymen.30

Many Whigs cast the war from its outset as a conspiracy to benefit a handful of white men, in particular: southern slavers desperate to expand their domain. But after failing to prevent the conflict, Whigs could only lament what effect its spoils would have on the Republic’s old, unsettled issue. “Mexico will poison us,” Ralph Waldo Emerson predicted.31

It certainly tainted the Missouri Compromise. Whigs and northern Democrats supported a proviso to ban the extension of slavery into lands won in the Mexican war, only for the measure to be repeatedly stifled. Talk of a new grand bargain began brewing in corners of the Senate by 1849, but pessimism about any lasting concord persisted. “Slavery and freedom are conflicting systems,” Senator William Seward would soon warn. “Their antagonism is radical, and therefore perpetual.”32



The Reserve had famously strong opinions on this subject. “All its instincts were intensely antislavery,” an observer summarized. This was evident in the region’s politics: the Reserve’s congressman was the silver-maned Joshua Giddings, esteemed among Whigs as “master of us all in anti-slavery matters,” and a deliberate offender of the House gag rule forbidding mention of “the peculiar institution.”33

Giddings’s constituents shared his zeal. Touring through the Western Reserve, Frederick Douglass even remarked that “it was pleasant to see our cause look popular for once.” The region’s overt antagonism to slavery was complemented by local subversion of the practice, too: the Reserve has been estimated to have contained more stops on the Underground Railroad than any comparably sized part of the country. This made the region, per one writer, the “Mecca of the slave escaped from bondage.”34

Some Reservists were abolitionist to the point of militancy: John Brown grew up there, but was, while Garfield attended Geauga, on his way to spilling blood for the cause in other parts of America.35



Thus, in the summer of 1849, the debate societies at Geauga had much to chew over. Slavery did not provoke much difference of opinion among the students, but all its derivative questions incited discussions that fascinated Garfield. He copied down the resolutions that caught his attention most forcefully. “Would it be policy for a republican government to require anything more than suitable age and residence to become members of the elective franchise?” was one evening’s topic. Ten nights later came a more inflammatory one: “Are the negroes naturally inferior to the whites?”36

Even between friends sharing the musty halls of Chester, such subjects sparked fireworks. Garfield watched one classmate quit the group in a rage after the “inferiority” debate. A more ominous question (concerning the “propriety of disunion”) disbanded the entire Zetelethian. Garfield spotted the irony in this. “Society divided the society,” he wrote wryly that night. “I joined the new one.”37



Garfield managed to stay remarkably upbeat throughout this discord. He even seemed to relish the heated rhetoric it raised from his fellows. The more provocative the topic in question, the more captivating the exchanges it sparked, and the more intrigued Garfield became with them. “I love agitation, and investigation, and glory in defending unpopular truth against popular error,” he wrote before one such discussion.38

Notably, he did not take the “agitation” personally and, when possible, took pains to ensure others did not either. “I am tinctured with the sanguine temperament,” the teenager wrote with satisfaction in August 1849. Given a chance to lead debate a few weeks later, Garfield chose to argue that “Competition ought to give way to Cooperation.”39

Yet he tacitly acknowledged that this attitude had limits. Days after the “cooperation” debate, he listened to a preacher argue that war had never solved any difficulty. “I am not decided on that,” the young man wrote afterward.40



Garfield made a lasting commitment the following spring. Having secured a part-time teaching job between semesters, the young man found the practical business of running a classroom dull. “School as usual,” served as his default diary entry in these months—as slotted around reports of more interesting debates in the town hall about current affairs (“Is the glory of America greater than her shame?”), as well as the occasional scrap with a pupil (“He [the student] caught a billet of wood and came at me”). More often, though, his classroom stayed peaceful; a card proclaiming “study hours” proved an effective inhibitor of most bad behavior.41

This gave Garfield the space to consider higher things. Between lessons, he picked up a book of poetry (the safe haven of many a moody adolescent) and wrote of feeling above the “mean and groveling scenes of Earth.”42

A few days later, Garfield watched a friend get baptized and felt “considerably roused on the subject.” The next morning he went into the water himself. “The cause is prospering,” he wrote at week’s end. “Truth is mighty.”43



Garfield’s enthusiasm echoed the peculiarly warm, liberating nature of the church he had just joined. Its adherents didn’t even like the idea of giving their denomination a specific name—out of concern that doing so might erect yet another barrier in the already-divided world of Christendom. They preferred simply being called Christians. “Or,” as Garfield later conceded, “the Disciples of Christ.”44

Other aspects of the Disciple movement were equally unintrusive. A convert had only to profess their faith, confess their sins, and accept baptism to join it. They would rise from the water remarkably free to reach their own views on Christian doctrine. The closest thing Disciples had to an instructive principle was a motto intended to spark dialogue and minimize conflict among their kind: “We speak where the Bible speaks, and we are silent where the Bible is silent.” In a similarly inclusive spirit, any given Disciple was technically as capable as any other to speak on matters of scripture—for the movement lacked a hierarchical clergy, its founders having blamed “priest-craft” for all the petty dogmatic divisions of other denominations. The Disciples instead trusted congregants to serve as their own ministers and preachers, like religious minutemen.45

It is impossible to ignore how well such a faith—inclusive, open-minded, and empowering—complemented the character of its newest convert. But Garfield’s joining of them was preordained in other ways. His parents became Disciples after the death of the first James. Though the youngest Garfields could not convert to the faith as children (Disciples only trusted adults’ abilities to consent to baptism), their mother’s adherence to it surely made an impression.46

Nor were Disciples rare in the Reserve. The region was considered the “principal theater” of the denomination—its rugged terrain, freethinking people, and dearth of cities (“fountains of iniquity,” per one of the Disciples’ founders) making it fertile ground for the faith. So affirms the account of a Reservist Disciple after an icy baptism in an Ohio creek: “Very cold; though our hearts were warm and rejoicing.”47



Rejoice Garfield did, through winter and into brisk springtime. He returned to Geauga with a spiritual enthusiasm to add to the one he already held for classroom study—just as a tributary might strengthen a larger river’s current. “O! How much wisdom of God is shown forth, even in the flower,” Garfield declared after a botany lesson. He also dabbled in the classics. “Felix sum,” he wrote experimentally as summer neared.48

The debate hall remained a happy realm for him—perhaps too happy. A freeman lectured the Geauga students one night about slavery, but Garfield’s subsequent diary entry indicates he felt more taken by the speaker’s style: “The Darkey had some funny remarks and witty too.”49

A touch of anxiety did mar his mood near the end of June, when he was picked to address the school’s exhibition ceremony. But the day came and went, and Garfield passed through this crucible feeling as if a tremendous threshold had been crossed. The possibilities beyond looked both infinite and unimaginable:


The ice is broken. I am no longer a cringing scapegoat but am resolved to make a mark in the world. I know without egotism that there is some of the slumbering thunder in my soul.50



He did not know where, exactly, to try making this mark, but preemptively ruled out one field of labor. A few days after his exhibition performance, Garfield attended a political rally held by the Whig candidate for governor, and quickly decided the entire process of running for office was unseemly. “Perfectly disgusted with the
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